All parts of the plant have separate functions, but all contribute
to what, after all, is the main function of the plant, the production
of offspring. The success of the plant, if we look at it from the
standpoint of the'plant itself, depends not on its size or beauty but
on its power to reproduce its kind and occupy territory. The
leaves contribute toward this end by manufacturing food used in
the seflti; the stems, by giving support to the leaves and reproduc-
tive structures; the roots, by absorbing water and mineral matter
and anchoring the plant in place; and the flowers, by producing
the seed.
Environment. We have seen that a typical higher plant is an
organism with leaves, stems, flowers, and fruits, all of which are
in the air, and roots, which usually grow in the soil. In discussing
the environment of a plant, therefore, we have to consider the
component parts of the air and of the soil.
Air. The air is a mixture of gases. The principal gases in this
mixture are colorless, tasteless, and odorless, so that we cannot
see, taste, or smell them. The principal gases of the atmosphere
are nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, and water vapor. Nitrogen
constitutes about four fifths of the air, and oxygen about one fifth.
Carbon dioxide is always present in small quantities (about .03 per
cent), while water vapor occurs in varying quantities, depending
on the circumstances.
In respiration (breathing), plants and animals take in oxygen;
without it they could not carry on respiration and so would soon
die. Respiration is performed in all the living parts of plants and is
just as important for plants as for animals. We can see this readily
in the case of seeds, which, if deprived of oxygen, will not germinate.
Carbon dioxide, as we have seen, is used by plants for the manu-
facture of sugar.
The water vapor in the air is also an important factor in tlie
environment of plants. The principal constituent of the living
parts of plants is water, and plants expose moist surfaces to the
air. When water or a moist surface is exposed to the air, some
of the water is changed to water vapor and mixes with the air.
This process is known as evaporation. It a small amount of water
is left in an uncovered glass, we know that the water evaporate*
and leaves the glass dry. We also see the result of evaporation